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Red-Hot Coals:
The Value of Membership and Volunteering at Woodlands

The community orchestra had been preparing for its annual fall concert. Its conductor
was beside himself because, at every rehearsal, at least one member of the orchestra hadn’t
attended. By the time their final rehearsal had arrived, the conductor simply had no idea if they’d
actually pull this off. He tapped his baton to call for everyone’s attention and said, “I’d like to
thank the first violinist, the only member of our orchestra to attend every rehearsal.” Hearing
this, the violinist stood up, took a small bow and then said to the conductor, “It seemed the least
that I could do, since I won't be able to play the concert itself.” 

High Holy Days being the anomaly when nearly everybody more-or-less voluntarily
comes to temple, in the good old days we used to be able to scare you into attending. Consider
this morning’s Haftarah reading from the fifty-fifth chapter of Isaiah:

Deer-shu Adonai b’hee-matz-o ... seek God while the Eternal can be found ... ya-a-zov
ra-sha dar-ko ... let the wicked give up their ways ... v’eesh ah-ven makh-sh’vo-tav ... the sinful
their plans.1

Such warnings used to be plenty sufficient for filling the pews. Today, however, fewer
and fewer of us believe in the Torah’s jealous and vengeful God. If we believe at all, we’re more
likely to see God as the One who perhaps sparked the Big Bang, set history in motion, provided
the laws of physics to keep things orderly, but then handed over the reins and stepped back to let
us go. 

Joining a synagogue in the 21st century is no longer an insurance policy with the Divine,
taken out irrespective of one’s actual level of faith but executed with the intention of covering
one’s bases just in case Divine punishment really exists. We also no longer join to please our
grandparents, something my generation used to do under the guise of perpetuating Jewish
tradition. Today, joining a temple is one among many community services available as we
schedule our family lives and spend our discretionary income. Some of us may join in response
to an internal spiritual tug that we feel, but first and foremost, we’re most likely to be shopping
for the place that our kids will become B’nai Mitzvah. We become part of a synagogue for the
purpose of enhancing and enriching our personal lives.

Now that doesn’t mean we’re looking to be waited on hand-and-foot as if we’re speaking
to a barista at Starbuck’s giving our coffee order. “I’ll have a tall, sugar-free 3rd grade teacher
with a cool, extra-sweet rabbi and a shot of hazelnut services (light).” But we do want synagogue
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affiliation to feel good, to speak to something inside of us, to satisfy some kind of yearning that
we feel even if we don’t understand.

Synagogues are, of course, so much more than a fee-for-service offering of Jewish
experiences. Synagogues are communities, and communities are created when people with
similar interests come together to pursue those interests. Synagogues foster Jewish life, and bring
people together – professionals, volunteers and others – for the purpose of creating what Judaism
does best: spirited worship, engaging learning, and inspired social activism. For more than two
thousand years, our rabbis have been teaching us that these are the three legs on which Jewish
life stands:

Al shelosha devarim ... on three things (the Mishna taught way back in the 1st century) ...
ha’olam omeyd ... the world depends ... al ha-Torah ... on Jewish learning ... v’al ha-avodah ...
on Jewish prayer ... v’al g’milut khasadim ... and on Jewish acts of decency and human
goodness.

These, our rabbis have taught us, are what synagogues are about. Let’s take it apart.

Al ha-Torah ... on Jewish learning. Woodlands has a great religious school. First, under
Harriet Levine’s guidance, it grew into something successful and wonderful. Our kids loved
coming and our teachers never wanted to leave. More recently, with Rabbi Mara’s involvement,
our school has continued to be not only an incubator for our children’s acquisition of Jewish
knowledge but, just as important, their acclimation to, and love for, being Jewish and wanting to
live Jewish lives when they become adults. Our kids continue to love it and our teachers still
never want to leave.

But Jewish learning only starts in our school. Where it really blossoms is in our adult
education programming. Whether it’s a course taught by one of our clergy or one of our temple
members, Jewish learning at an adult level taps into something huge for many of us. As we add
years to our lives, we start asking bigger and bigger questions. Confronting our mortality, the
difficulty of our relationships, and the impact of global events, many of us enter temple
searching for something to help mitigate the worries and anxieties with which even the happiest
of us must contend. Jewish learning isn’t just about facts or commandments. It’s an opportunity
to explore, to probe the depths of our spirits, to see what’s in there, and to better harness our
inner resources for the inevitable challenges ahead.

Rabbi Larry Hoffman teaches that when we gaze into the lives of our ancestors, what we
ultimately see is our own selves peering right back at us. We study Jewish life in order to learn
about our own lives. So if you’ve begun wondering, if your own questions have gotten bigger of
recent, check out that daf t’filah in front of you. There’s a doorway to learning there that’s
inviting you to step inside. What will you find? A bunch of really nice, fellow explorers. And a
mirror. Because, invariably, we learn as much about ourselves as we do about the topic of the
moment.
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Speaking of fellow explorers, there’s a second dimension to adult Jewish learning
experiences at Woodlands. It’s a great way to meet other people in your temple community, to
discover folks whose interests and concerns are similar to your own. To engage in spirited
conversation about what’s important to you. And to feel better than ever that, once upon a time,
you chose Woodlands to be your spiritual home.

Which brings me to the second leg of Jewish life: V’al ha-avodah ... the world relies
upon Jewish prayer. Sometimes I think I’m just about the least spiritual person around, and that I
have no business whatsoever calling myself a rabbi. I remember taking a course on Jewish
spirituality in rabbinical school with Rabbi Lawrence Kushner and how uncomfortable even the
title of the class made me. For the first few weeks, I kind of gagged on the presentations;
everything seemed so self-involved. It sounded as if spirituality was a pursuit of personal
satisfaction and grandeur. Which was not at all why I got into this religion thing. But a few more
weeks and something about the class starting getting under my skin, in a different way. I noticed
that Rabbi Kushner, in addressing issues of spirituality, was spending more and more time
talking about everyday life, and not our own. He told us that if we wanted to find spirituality, we
would have to stop gazing so often at the stars and the moon, and at our navels, and focus our
attention on the dirt, the sweat and the grime of the world immediately around us. Jewish
spirituality, he explained is not “other worldly” but this worldly. It’s centered in our connections
to, and understanding of, life unfolding in the everyday. To be spiritual, he taught, is not to
disconnect from the world but, just the opposite, to connect with it.

In the Talmud, the rabbis discuss where one’s focus should be directed during prayer.
Toward heaven or toward earth? Their conclusion was that, when we pray, our heart should aim
for heaven, our eyes should stay right here.2

And so, Jewish prayer at Woodlands, while forever reaching upward for something quite
elusive that our tradition has come to call God, is always very much grounded in the woop and
warf of our day-to-day living. Judaism’s message is that if we wish to connect with God, we do
so by acknowledging and deepening our connections with the world around us: with our family,
with our community, and with other communities.

Jewish prayer is not well-served when we think of it as an obligation, especially if it’s an
obligation that we usually dodge. Better to consider time spent at services as an opportunity to be
alone with ourselves, and to be alone with our community, as the big ideas of our ancestors are
shared from the bimah, giving each of us an opportunity to think about what we want to have
done with our lives when the journey is completed. 

Lucius Seneca, a first-century Roman philosopher, said, “The life we receive is not short
but we make it so; we are not ill provided but use what we have wastefully.”

2 Yevamot 105b
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Most of us will spend significant energy considering the value of how we’ve spent our
time. Friends, books, and life experiences will be carefully monitored in the hope that each will
provide helpful insight into how we can best make life work. This happens to also be the
business of Jewish prayer. While none of us has the answers, there are a lot of good ideas, many
of them from our ancient tradition, to offer suggestions and guidance along the way.

We have so many different kinds of worship at Woodlands. I frequently hear from people
about which ones they don’t like. Which is a good thing, because it sounds like maybe there’s
something here for everybody. Again, look through the daf t’filah. Choose a style that appeals to
you – Simply Shabbat, A Joyful Noise, Mishpakha Shabbat, and more – and join us. Set aside
any preconceived notions about what to expect, and come see what we’ve got for you. I’m
guessing there are parts of every service that will speak to you, that will speak to what’s going
on in your life, and will speak to your own quest to try and figure out how you can best use the
time you’ve been allotted.

The third leg on which our tradition teaches the world stands is g’milut khasadim ...
Jewish acts of decency and human goodness. Here’s when boots hit the ground where Jewish
spirituality is concerned. Acts of decency and human goodness do not, of course, require a
synagogue. Or a religion, for that matter. But Jewish tradition is clear, as are all religions, that
how we treat one another is paramount in our daily lives. To observe Jewish rituals and then
ignore the plight of one who is suffering is an act of profound hypocrisy. Part of the greatness of
Jewish tradition is its powerful and incessant support for doing the right thing.  

The story is told of a man and his family who invited the rabbi to Shabbat dinner. The
man was very nervous, and made sure that everything was in its place, so that when the rabbi
arrived, she would approve of how they lived. So once everyone was gathered around the dinner
table, candles were lit and the family was chanting the kiddush when the man noticed that the
challah wasn’t covered. As soon as the kiddush was completed, he began scolding his wife,
“How could you have overlooked such a thing?! Here we have no less a distinguished person
than the rabbi in our home. I wanted everything to be perfect, and you couldn’t even make sure
to cover the challah!”

The man apologized profusely to the rabbi for the oversight and for his wife’s
carelessness. The rabbi rose from her chair and said, “I’m very sorry, but I cannot have Shabbat
dinner in your home.” 

“But rabbi,” the man protested, “I apologized for my wife’s stupidity. It won’t ever
happen again. Please, won’t you stay?” 

The rabbi said, “My reasons for leaving have nothing to do with your wife. I cannot stay,
because you do not understand why we cover the challah.” 

“Why, rabbi,” said the man, “of course I know why we cover the challah. Even my
children know why we cover the challah. We cover the challah because it is the last item on the
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table to be blessed, and we don’t want to cause it any embarrassment or shame.” 

The rabbi replied, “You may be right that the challah is the last to be blessed. But the real
reason for covering the challah is so that we may learn that if we are to pay so much respect and
attention so as not to embarrass a simple loaf of bread, how much moreso should we be sensitive
to the feelings of other human beings. After seeing the way which you berated your wife in front
of me, and in front of your entire family, it’s obvious that while you may know the reason we
cover the challah, you do not understand. Shabbat shalom.” 

And with that, the rabbi walked right out the door. 

Here at Woodlands, we work hard to implement the values we encounter in worship and
in learning into projects that reach out to offer help to those who could use it. Our Social Action
Committee works tirelessly to see that Woodlands is front and center in standing up for just
causes. And so, through our Domestic Abuse Task Force, we help battered women transition
their families into new, independent and safe lives. Through the Midnight Run, we provide meals
and clothing to folks living on, or close to, the streets of New York City. We donate blood,
which likely helps people right here in our own synagogue. Through our newest task force,
Immigrant Friends @ Woodlands, we advocate for America’s newest residents. We assist
families struggling in the aftermath of recent natural disasters. Through our Bridges of Faith and
Friendship Task Force, we reach out to our local Muslim community. And this very Sunday, we
will welcome everyone in the Rivertowns to a Rally Against Hate right here in our High Holy
Days tent, a powerful symbol of the values that Jewish tradition provides to us and to our loved
ones.

G’milut khasadim, Jewish acts of decency and human goodness, are the visible sign that
spirituality is working here at Woodlands. Whether it’s ensuring that a special needs student is
able to join our learning community, or our neighbors know by the banner outside that this
synagogue truly is, as Isaiah had hoped for, “a house of prayer for all peoples,”3 your active
participation in g’milut khasadim illustrates the value of religion in the world today. So take a
third look at your daf t’filah and find someplace in our temple where you can extend a hand in
love and support. Not only will you be doing good for others, but you’ll grow closer to folks
right here at temple. Your community will become stronger and your love for Woodlands will
too.

This summer, while attending Hevreh, an adult Jewish learning institute run by our very
own Rabbi Joan Glazer Farber, I was fortunate to be able to study again with Rabbi Larry
Hoffman. He asked the question, “Why be Jewish?” In his answer, he spoke about the honor of
living by the Jewish calendar and how, through that, we can experience and deepen the many
dimensions of human life. At Purim, we come together and laugh. At Passover, we strengthen
the bonds of family, of history and of community. And at Yom HaShoah, we remember the

3 Isaiah 56:7
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Holocaust and together, share grieving as well as hope for building a better world.

These are just some of the attributes of a full, meaningful, and balanced life. The purpose
of this great religious heritage of ours is to help us learn about authenticity, and how to live life
feeling that we've been true to whom we've wanted to be. Judaism, through its three pillars of
learning, worship and acts of kindness, provides a recipe for reaching this full, meaningful life.

“Are we the captains of our own lives?” Rabbi Hoffman asked. “No,” he said. But neither
are we helpless either. “We're not relieved of the responsibility for how we live. Our cards are
dealt to us – but we choose how to play them.”

Something very good and very beautiful is happening here at Woodlands. And we’re so
proud to be able to make it available to each one of you. But we can’t do it alone. We need you
here. We need you to show up, to be sure. We also need you to step forward and ask, “How can I
help?” 

The fact is, we do a whole lot more here than a synagogue of our size is really built for.
Take a look once more at that daf t’filah. With as many offerings as you see there, you’d really
expect Woodlands to be of a much larger size. The way we’re able to make this happen, the only
way we’re able to make this happen, is with your help. Whether you volunteer to shlep or to
lead, you can become instrumental in keeping your synagogue healthy and strong.

And something more. Sociologists have known this for a long time. Volunteering is
really good for you. There are real health benefits, especially for those of us in the upper age
brackets. Volunteering helps the body care for itself. Connecting with other people is good for
the mind and the spirit. And the feeling that comes from helping a fellow journeyer as we each
move through life? Well, as the MasterCard folks say: priceless.

When I first arrived at Woodlands twenty-three years ago, a story was shared with me
about a longtime member who had been deeply involved in temple life. But one week, he just
stopped coming. The rabbi asked around to see if anyone knew, “Had the person grown ill?” No,
they said, he was feeling fine; he’d simply decided he no longer needed the temple. So that rabbi
paid him a visit. On a bitter, wintry evening, they sat near the roaring flame that blazed in the
fireplace. After a bit of time, before much more than a word or two had passed between them,
the rabbi picked up a set of tongs. He reached into the fire and moved one hot coal a short
distance away from the others. The two men watched as the fire continued to blaze, but the
single coal that had been moved aside, it grew paler and paler. Soon, its flame died out. The
rabbi stood up to leave. “I’ll see you this weekend?” he asked, as he put on his overcoat. “I’ll be
there,” came the reply. 

Avinu Malkeynu ... when You created us, You constructed us to not want to be alone. We
thrive in the company of others. Thank You for that blessing, and ken y’hee ratzon ... may we
prove worthy of this great honor, and most beautiful challenge, that You have bestowed upon us.
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L’shana tova.

Closing words

Solomon Goldman was an early-20th century Conservative rabbi. He wrote: 

“I come to the synagogue to probe my weakness and my strength, and to fill the gap
between my profession and my practice. I come to lift myself by my bootstraps. I come to quiet
the turbulence of my heart, restrain its mad impulsiveness, and check the itching eagerness of my
every muscle to outsmart and outdistance my neighbor. I come for self-renewal and regeneration.
I come into the sadness and compassion permeating the synagogue to contemplate and be
instructed by the heaving panorama of Jewish martyrdom and human misery. I come to be
strengthened in my determination to be free, never to compromise with idolatry or bow to
dictatorship, cringe before autocracy or succumb to force. I come to orient myself to the whole
of Reality, to the thrusts of power beyond the comprehension of my compounded dust. I come to
behold the beauty of God, and to find the One who put an upward reach into the heart of every
human being.”

How fortunate we are to be part of such a magnificent undertaking: to lift ourselves by
lifting our prayers, our minds and, perhaps best of all, lifting others.

As we search for sweetness in this New Year, may these be among the sweetest of our
gifts and our rewards.
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